Yom HaShoah Special: The Torah of Silence

1) Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Sound of Silence, https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-
conversation/bamidbar/the-sound-of-silence/

Many years ago British television produced a documentary series, The Long Search, on the
world’s great religions. When it came to Judaism, the presenter Ronald Eyre seemed surprised
by its blooming, buzzing confusion, especially the loud, argumentative voices in the beit
midrash, the house of study. Remarking on this to Elie Wiesel, he asked, “Is there such a thing
as a silence in Judaism?”
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Hashem spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they drew
too close to the presence of Hashem. Hashem said to Moses: Tell your brother Aaron that he
is not to come at will into the Shrine behind the curtain, in front of the cover that is upon the
ark, lest he die; for | appear in the cloud over the cover.
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Apropos the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, an aggadic midrash on this subject is quoted: And it
had already happened that Moses and Aaron were walking on their way, and Nadav and Avihu
were walking behind them, and the entire Jewish people were walking behind them. Nadav
said to Avihu: When will it happen that these two old men will die and you and | will lead the
generation, as we are their heirs? The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them: We shall see
who buries whom.
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Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba says that Rabbi Simai says: Three noteworthy people were consulted by
Pharaoh in that counsel where Pharaoh questioned what should be done with the Jewish
people. They were Balaam, and Job, and Yitro.

Balaam, who advised Pharaoh to kill all sons born to the Jewish people, was punished by
being killed in the war with Midian (see Numbers 31:8). Job, who was silent and neither advised
nor protested, was punished by suffering, as detailed in the eponymous book in the Bible.
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Yitro, who ran away as a sign of protest, merited that some of his children’s children sat in the
Sanhedrin in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, as it is stated: “And the families of scribes who
dwelt at Jabez, Tirathites, Shimeathites, and Sucathites, these were the Kenites who
descended from Hammath, the father of the house of Rechab” (I Chronicles 2:55). And it is
written: “The children of the Kenite, Moses’ father-in-law” (Judges 1:16). This teaches that the
Kenites, descendants of Yitro, the father-in-law of Moses, dwelt at Jabez [Yabetz], referring to
the place where the Jewish people go for advice [eitza], i.e., the Chamber of Hewn Stone.

In the Midrash it is written that once
lyov saw the death of Aharon’s two
sons, he said (lyov 37:1): “Because of
this, my heart trembles.” And | heard
in the name of the Rabbis of
Ashkenaz that lyov was one of the
advisors of Pharaoh, and when the
latter said, “let us outsmart them,”
lyov stayed silent, for he reasoned
that silence is neutral. And when he
saw the sons of Aharon (walking), and
Nadav said to Avihu, “when will these
two elders die?” And Avihu remained
silent. And they both died. lyov
realized that Avihu was punished
merely for staying silent.
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7) Martin Niémoller, First They Came
First they came for the Communists
And | did not speak out
Because | was not a Communist
Then they came for the Socialists
And | did not speak out
Because | was not a Socialist
Then they came for the trade unionists
And | did not speak out
Because | was not a trade unionist
Then they came for the Jews
And | did not speak out
Because | was not a Jew
Then they came for me
And there was no one left
To speak out for me
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